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(57) A situational feature suppression system 1 for driving condition measuring unit 5, 7, 9, and interpreting 

a vehicle including at least one in-car incidental feature the signals to assess whether a relevant condition ex- 

means 3. The suppression system 1 comprises at least ists. The control unit 1 1 is also coupled to the incidental 

one driving condition measuring unit 5, 7, 9, coupled to feature means 3. The system operates such that on 

a control unit 11 for receiving signals from the or each identification of a relevant condition, the control unit 11 

operates to suppress the incidental feature means 3. 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to a system for 
suppressing features or functions of in-vehicle accesso- 
ries when certain environmental factors are present. 
The invention is applicable with particular advantage to 
enhancing operation of an in-car telephone during pre- 
determined driving conditions. 

[0002] When properly used, in-car communications 
equipment such as mobile phones provide very desira- 
ble user capabilities and achieve safety benefits, e.g. 
summoning help in an emergency However, the possi- 
bility exists that a careless user may operate such equip- 
ment in an improper manner. Thus, it is desirable to en- 
hance the ability to operate the equipment with in- 
creased safety. 

[0003] There are many different types of units availa- 
ble and fitted as standard in some vehicles which can 
provide information about environmental driving condi- 
tions, such as navigation systems, adaptive cruise con- 
trol systems, and rain sensors. The term 'driving condi- 
tion measuring unit' will be used to encompass all such 
systems as well as any unit capable of measuring the 
operation of the vehicle such as a speedometer, a brak- 
ing detector, a unit for detecting the angle of turn of the 
vehicle, or especially any other device which can pro- 
vide a signal which can indicate the presence of condi- 
tions related to the level of immediate driving tasks being 
handled by a driver. 

[0004] The term 'relevant condition* is used herein to 
cover any driving condition where the task level of a driv- 
er may lead to careless use of an in-vehicle function or 
feature, for example when driving at high speeds, in bad 
weather, in heavy traffic, when negotiating a sharp bend 
or when in a complex road layout requiring concentra- 
tion. 

[0005] Mobile telephone operation is not the only non- 
driving function or feature subject to possible careless 
use. Many vehicles are fitted with sophisticated in-car 
entertainment systems. As these become more sophis- 
ticated offering more adjustments to the driver, some 
drivers may fail to utilize sufficient care while operating 
the entertainment system. Moreover, other features and 
accessories are being developed to allow the driver to 
work on the move, for example, in-vehicle computers 
allowing access to the Internet, faxes, and e-mail. The 
term 'incidental features' encompasses all such sys- 
tems. 

Summary of the invention 

[0006] According to the invention there is provided a 
situational feature suppression system for a vehicle in- 
cluding at least one incidental feature means, the sup- 
pression system comprising at least one driving condi- 
tion measuring unit coupled to a control unit for receiving 



signals from the driving condition measuring unit and in- 
terpreting the signals to assess whether a relevant con- 
dition exists. The control unit is coupled to the incidental 
feature means. The system operates such that on iden- 

s tification of a relevant condition, the control unit oper- 
ates to suppress the incidental feature means. 
[0007] Typically, the incidental feature means com- 
prises an in-car telephone. However, the incidental fea- 
ture means may comprise any system requiring real- . 

10 time responses from the driver or significant concentra- 
tion on adjusting controls or inputs such as a standard 
in-car entertainment system, including a radio, tape 
player and/or a compact disc player. Preferably, howev- 
er, the incidental feature means comprises the tele- 

*5 phone and the in-car entertainment system so that both 
systems are suppressed in relevant conditions. 
[0008] In some known systems, the in-car telephone 
system is coupled to the in-car entertainment (ICE) cent- 
er such that its audio is routed through the ICE center. 

20 in such systems, the phone system may provide an out- 
put control signal to the ICE center when a phone call 
is made so that there is a 'mute' effect of the audio signal 
from the radio/cassette to allow phone conversation to 
take place, thus giving priority to the telephone over the 

2S ice system. It is preferred that the 'mute' signal is also 
provided to the control unit to indicate that the telephone 
is in use. In such a system, the control unit only operates 
the suppression if the telephone is in use. 
[0009] Preferably, the driving condition measuring 

30 unit comprises an on-board navigation system which al- 
lows the position of the vehicle to be determined with a 
high degree of accuracy. Typically, such a system in- 
cludes a GPS system operating via global positioning 
satellites. 

35 [0010] Preferably, the control unit receives informa- 
tion from a plurality of driving condition measuring units, 
one of which is a navigation system. Other possible driv- 
ing condition measuring units include a telematic radio 
receiver for receiving information from a remote source 

40 relating to traffic and road conditions, and speed and 
braking sensors. 

[0011] The control unit is programmed to assess the 
driving conditions from the signals from the measuring 
units to identify a relevant condition. For example, a 

45 highway ramp, roundabout, or complex road junction 
could be identified by a navigation system. Heavy traffic 
in a particular area could be identified by the navigation 
computer pinpointing the location of the vehicle and re- 
mote telematics identifying a traffic problem in a partic- 

50 ular area. Sensors and/or vehicle-to-vehicle communi- 
cations systems monitoring vehicles near the subject 
vehicle can also identify heavy traffic conditions. Bad 
weather can be identified by the use of a rain sensor, or 
alternatively by relying on remote identification of weath- 

55 er conditions in particular areas, such information being 
relayed to the vehicle. High speeds can be identified by 
the vehicles own in-car computer. Also telematic traffic 
information can identify locally enforced restriction of car 
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phone use, etc. 

[0012] The control unit may suppress the incidental 
feature means in a number of ways. For an in-car en- 
tertainment center, the volume can be turned down or 
off. Preferably, however, the control unit operates to 
switch off the incidental feature means only until the rel- 
evant condition ends and then switches it back on again 
when the relevant condition no longer exists. 
[0013] In the case outlined where the incidental fea- 
ture means comprises a telephone routed through the 
ICE center, preferably the 'mute' signal is passed to the 
control unit so that the control unit 'knows' whether the 
telephone is in use. In this case, the suppression system 
only operates when the telephone is in operation. 
[001 4] Preferably, the unit is arranged to have at least 
one recorded message in its memory. The suppression 
triggers the playing of the message to inform the driver 
that the incidental feature means is being switched off 
during the relevant condition. The advantage of this over 
purely switching off is that the driver will immediately 
know that the phone is off and not worry if there has 
been any other line interruption, but also will permit him 
to concentrate on the relevant condition. 
[001 5] Preferably, the message will also inform the re- 
mote caller that the call is being interrupted and that the 
call is on temporary hold. Preferably the control unit op- 
erates to restore the call from hold or to redial the 
number of a lost call when the relevant condition no 
longer exists. 

[0016] The system may be a stand-alone system 
which can be installed in a vehicle as an aftermarket ad- 
dition, requiring connection of the control unit to a 
number of existing systems in the vehicle, or alternative- 
ly may form part of the vehicles on -board computer. 

Brief Description of the Drawing 

[0017] A situational feature suppression system will 
now be described, by way of example only, with refer- 
ence to the accompanying drawing, in which the single 
figure is a schematic block diagram of the system. 

Detailed Description of Preferred Embodiment 

[0018] There is provided a situational feature sup- 
pression system 1 for a vehicle including at least one in- 
car incidental feature means 3, the suppression system 
1 comprising at least one driving condition measuring 
unit 5, 7, 9, coupled to a control unit 11 for receiving sig- 
nals from the or each driving condition measuring unit 
5, 7 ,9 and interpreting the signals to assess whether a 
relevant condition exists. The control unit 11 is also cou- 
pled to the incidental feature means 3. The system op- 
erates such that on identification of a relevant condition 
the control unit 1 1 , the incidental feature means 3 is sup- 
pressed. 

[0019] When the phone is in use, this produces a 
'mute' signal to switch off any other audio output such 



as the car radio. This 'mute' signal is also sent to the 
control unit 11 to identify that the telephone is in use. 
[0020] In this case, the incidental feature means 3 is 
an in-car telephone, comprising a hands free micro- 

s phone 13 and a speaker 15. This could be a separate 
speaker for the telephone but in this case is the speaker 
of the ICE center (not shown) so that the audio of the 
telephone plays through the entertainment center. The 
telephone system 3 also comprises a transceiver 17 

10 through which the telephone message reaches the net- 
work via a GSM antenna 1 9. 

[0021] When the telephone system 3 is in use, the 
mute line of the ICE switches the phone output to its 
speakers 15 so that the audio entertainment output is 
15 temporarily switched off. Thus, when the control unit 11 
operates to switch off the output of the speakers 15 in 
the event of a relevant condition, the phone output will 
be turned off if it is being used, or the audio system out- 
put if not. 

20 [0022] The driving condition measuring units com- 
prise a navigation unit 5 (which receives data relating to 
the position of the vehicle via a GPS antenna 21 and the 
vehicle's speed), a traffic information system 7, and a 
sensor unit 9 which detects the vehicles braking status. 

25 Each unit 5, 7, and 9 is coupled to the control unit 11 to 
send data relating to the driving condition. The control 
unit 11 may also be connected to it additional units 23 
which carry information from other sensors such as IR 
cameras, radar, lidaror via vehicle-to-vehicle communi- 

30 cations. 

[0023] The control unit 11 is programmed to receive 
the driving condition data and to follow through a 
number of algorithms to identify a relevant condition. 
The algorithm will include means to flag when the nav- 

35 jgation unit 5 senses that the vehicle is approaching the 
location of a potential accident area, such as a highway 
ramp, or a complex road junction, such as a roundabout. 
The vehicle speed will also be taken into account. If the 
speed is over a first threshold, and the vehicle is ap- 

40 proaching any junction, then a relevant condition may 
be identified. Additionally, if the speed is over a second 
higher threshold, this is sufficient for a relevant condition 
to exist. 

[0024] Data from the traffic information system 7 flags 
45 when there is an accident or a traffic jam in a particular 
upcoming location. This data is then combined with data 
from the navigation unit 5 to pinpoint the vehicle's loca- 
tion so that when the control unit 11 identifies that the 
vehicle is approaching the location, a relevant condition 
so is identified. 

[0025] Data from unit 9 identifies when the vehicle is 
braking sharply. This is taken by the control unit 11 to 
identify a relevant condition. 

[0026] The control unit 1 1 is programmed to automat- 
es ically switch off the telephone on identification of a rel- 
evant condition and to send a suppression signal to the 
speaker 1 5 and the transceiver 1 7. Also the control unit 
11 includes in its memory a prerecorded message stat- 
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ing: 

"This telephone call is being interrupted due to a 
present condition". 

[0027] The control unit 11 is programmed to play this 
message both to the driver and to the remote caller. The s 
unit 11 is arranged to store the number of the remote 
caller and to redial the number when the relevant con- 
dition no longer exists. 

[0028] The system is arranged to be flexible, so that 
additional sensor units 23 can be connected to the con- to 
trol unit 1 1 , dependent upon which sensors are mounted 
within the vehicle. Similarly, if the vehicle is fitted with 
other incidental feature means 25 such as a computer 
allowing communication via the internet, e-mail or fax, 
this also may be coupled to the control unit 11 and sup- is 
pressed during relevant conditions in the same way that 
the phone is suppressed. 



Claims 20 

1. A situational feature suppression system for a ve- 
hicle including at least one in-car incidental feature 
means, the suppression system comprising at least 
one driving condition measuring unit coupled to a 25 
control unit for receiving signals from the or each 
driving condition measuring unit and interpreting 
the signals to assess whether a relevant condition 
exists, the control unit also being coupled to the in- 
cidental feature means, the system operating such 30 
that on identification of a relevant condition the con- 
trol unit operates to suppress the incidental feature 
means. 

2. A system as claimed in claim 1 , in which said inci- 35 
dental feature means comprises an in-car tele- 
phone and the in-car entertainment center. 



3. A system as claimed in claim 1, in which said inci- 
dental feature means comprises an in-car computer 40 
for operating internet, E-mail or fax communication. 

4. A system as claimed in claim 1 , in which said driving 
condition measuring unit is comprised of a naviga- 
tion unit coupled to a GPS antenna. 45 

5. A system as claimed in claim 1, in which suppres- 
sion of said incidental feature means is comprised 
of switching off a speaker output in said incidental 
feature means. so 



A system as claimed in claim 5, in which an inter- 
ruption message is played through said speaker 
output prior to switching it off. 
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